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Since August last year, or the beginning of President Virgilio Barco's administration, Colombian
peasants and urban workers have staged 18 large-scale protest demonstrations involving residents
of several municipalities, an entire department, or multiple departments. In the large majority of
cases, protesters' demands have been leveled at the national government. Rural residents' demands
have focused on agrarian reform; "demilitarization" of the locales where they work and live; and
increased government spending for infrastructure (roads, communications, electricity, water and
sewage systems), health and education services, and agricultural credit and technical assistance.
Urban residents focus on demands for the removal of military personnel from towns and cities,
wage hikes, and increased public spending for the same types of services and infrastructure
development as rural residents. To the present, at least five persons have been killed in
demonstrations, while hundreds have been injured and arrested, and an undetermined number of
government buildings and vehicles have been destroyed or damaged.
Many Colombians claim that the wave of protests is an expected outcome of generalized economic
crisis. Official statistics indicate that over half the country's 15 million inhabitants live in absolute
poverty. The official unemployment rate is currently at 14%. Government authorities hesitate to
publish estimates of crime statistics. They admit only that the incidence of robbery, vandalism,
homicide and assault is escalating. Next, the same sources estimate that only 400 of the country's
1,000 municipalities enjoy reliable sources of safe drinking water. Since mid-1986, more than 100
hospitals have been closed by the government, result of budget deficits.
Another 100 hospitals are described by the Health Ministry as "inadequate." In his electoral
campaign, Barco promised his government would be dedicated to the eradication of absolute
poverty and the rehabilitation of the country's economically depressed regions. Apparently,
thousands and perhaps millions of Colombians are dedicated to seeing that the government fulfill
those promises. Exemplary of the type of mass protest activities characterizing the Colombian
political scene in recent months is a strike which began June 7.
According to local news sources, business and transport activities were paralyzed to a greater or
lesser extent, and schools were closed in 60 municipalities. The sites of the largest demonstrations
occupations of downtown areas occurred in Vallepudar (El Cesar department), the oil port city of
Barrancabermeja (Santander department), and Ocana (Norte de Santander department). Military
units were deployed throughout the region. Strike leaders reported that army and police personnel
had prevented thousands of rural residents from joining demonstrators in several cities. Authorities
in El Cesar department imposed a curfew in eight municipalities on June 10, and directed financial
resources at coping with an outbreak of gastroentiritis, resulting from the presence of 10,000 farmers
in downtown Vallepudar.
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Municipal authorities in Arauca, located in eastern Colombia on the Venezuelan border, reported
the death of a soldier in clashes with guerrillas. Meanwhile, a total of 15,000 farmers were
occupying the small towns of Tame, Arauquita and Saravena. Last week strike organizers and
government officials in Barrancabermeja reportedly reached a tentative agreement. However, on the
evening of June 10, demonstrators and police again clashed, resulting in over 50 wounded, and an
undetermined number of arrests.
As of June 11, occupations of the three major cities, and strike activities in the seven departments
were still in force. On June 12, spokespersons for the Peoples Coordinating Committee, representing
80 separate rural and urban labor, political and civic organizations, said negotiations with
government representatives over the list of demands put forth by farmers and other workers
participating in the strikes are moving slowly. (Basic data from several reports by PRENSA LATINA)
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